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Whatever “lies between”
is called interface —
whatever allows us
to link to different
elements, to reconcile
them, to put them into
communication.

A THESIS

GIANCARLO BARBACETTO, Design Interface,1987
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ABSTRACT
During a Grad Studio II crit in the spring of 2018, I presented
my project Measurements of Space and Time (page 132)
and right after I finished, someone said, “This is like interface
philosophy.” I didn’t even know what that meant, but it just
felt right. At that very moment, I knew Interface Philosophy
would be the title of my thesis.
Interface Philosophy was built as much as it was written
and designed. Its function is to define “interface philosophy.”
To describe interface as a meeting point for communication;
philosophy as a cognitive reasoning of structural patterns.
What I have constructed is a theory of effect: demonstrating
intentional moves, shifts, and strategies that tell complex
stories through simple form. Interface Philosophy is a methodology of understanding the mechanics of visual rhetoric and
responding to developing contexts.
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AN INTRODUCTION

LINEARITY
Twenty-three years ago, I started to play the violin. I learned
how to read dots and lines on a page and translate my
interpretation to sound.
Eleven years ago, I started college as an engineering major.
I studied how things are made and how to build things well.
I broke things down into pieces and built new structures out
of them.
That same year, I took a class on contemporary photography.
I studied how photography is a medium of both documentation and artistic expression. I learned how to see the world
through images.
Ten years ago, I decided to become an architect. I broke
things down into pieces and built new structures out of them.
I became interested in the shapes of spaces.
Eight years ago, I came across the term graphic design
for the first time.

The Line, 6-page comic, Winter 2017
An excerpt from an abstract comic illustrating
the story between a line and an artist. The Artist
convinces The Line that its simplicity holds the
potential to tell rich, complex stories. I drew
the conversation with completely hand-drawn
typography and illustrations.
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WHEN LOOKING LOOKS
ESSAY AND 3-MINUTE 48-SECOND VIDEO, FALL 2017

Text and images layered and sequenced from six
books with similarly colored covers found in different
sections of the RISD Fleeet Library:

The flatness of a two-dimensional surface invites disruptions;
it cannot be left alone. Open this book to any page. 1

1 Kranz, Stewart, and Robert Fisher. Understanding
Visual Forms: Fundamentals of Two and Three
Dimensional Design: Based on The Design
Continuum Concept. Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1976.

When humans look, what do they see? Humans look at the
world. Humans look at pictures of the world, imagining that
the world is still. Imagining that the world is something to
look at. 2

2 Strandberg, Sverre. Plants & Animal. Kerber, 2016.
3 De Botton, Alain, and John Armstrong. Art as
Therapy. Phaidon Press Limited, 2013.
4 Bridgman, George Brant. The Book of a Hundred
Hands. Dover Publications, 1971.
5 McIlhany, Sterling. Art as Design, Design as Art.
Van Nostrand Reinhold Co., 1970.
6 Rajchman, John. Constructions. MIT Press, 1998.

00:00

Look at flat pattern in Nature. Is there no limit to the design
of insect wings, the colorations of flower petals, leaves in the
fall, the patchwork of farmland viewed from a passing jet?1
When cameras look, what do they see? Cameras record
the world.2 Consider the impulse to take photographs of our
families. The urge to pick up a camera stems from an anxious
awareness of our cognitive weaknesses about the passage
of time.3 Cameras create pictures of the world, imagining a
world that is still. Turning the world into something to look at.
Cameras double, being cameras and tools for humans. 2

01:22

00:41

The hand, open, is an implement. A tool is an extension
of the body that allows a wish to be carried out. 3 As tools,
cameras look for, more than at.2 They are the media through
which we come to know ourselves, and let others know more
of what we are really about. 3
4

01:56

When looking looks, what does it see? Looking does not look
at the world. For how could it? Looking needs no eyes. 2
Our eyes. It is very far from accurate to say that we see with
our eyes. The eye is blind but for the idea behind the eye. We
see with the idea, and only through the eye. 4 Looking needs
no eyes, just as the camera needs no photographer. Looking
anticipates visibility, foreseeing seeing. More than at, looking
looks for. 2

00:53

02:12
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The form of an
object is a diagram
of forces.

Forces

RUDOLF ARNHEIM, The Split and the Structure, 1996
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MACHINE LEARNING
When I was a young violinist, I used to get excited when a
music score was dense with dots and lines—this meant that
the piece would be fast and exciting. This initial enthusiasm
was then promptly dampened in the practice room as frustration took over and my fingers got tangled on the strings.
I assumed that the only solution was to exercise my fingers
over and over again until they became well-oiled motors
running along the fingerboard. I soon found out that this was
counterproductive.
Learning to play an instrument is an art and science. It is a
dedicated process of understanding the mechanism of not
only an object, but also the human body and mind. When
I practice the violin, I do not just repeat a passage over and
over again. I break up the monotony with syncopation, displacing and replacing the beats in different rhythms. I play
the same notes, but not in the same structure. This defamiliarization of the music constantly tricks my brain (and fingers)
to learn, unlearn, and relearn a certain process. On an elemental level, this breaks up a passage into a sequence of
relationships between two notes. I develop an understanding
of the notes and their arrangement.

Sight Reading, performance score, Spring 2018
Each column of dots and lines is a score for a performer. The performance is open to interpretation
in any form. When all the parts are layered and
synchronized, the final pattern represents the term
A SYMPHONY in morse code.

A musician in a practice room is the same as an athlete in
a gym. The hours rehearsing and training is a process of
building muscle memory. What seems like a repetitive task
is actually a complex system of analyzing constant input to
identify a pattern so that when it comes time to perform, the
result is successful. The performance is an interesting framework because during that space and time, the performer
has to disregard any internal mechanisms and literally trust
the process, allowing the mind and body to run on information that was stored as muscle memory. When the performer
becomes self-aware, a memory slip occurs. A mistake happens. Although this connotes digression from an intended
function, sometimes slippage is more interesting because it
reveals a moment of understanding and learning that is,
essentially, human.
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72 SECONDS PER MINUTE
1-MINUTE VIDEO, FALL 2018

RIGHT Metronomes from a performance of György Sándor Ligeti’s 1962
Poème Symphonique at Audiovision:
Animating Obsolescence, Brown
University, October 2018.

According to the National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) and the International System of Units
(SI), the exact duration of a second is 9,192,631,770
periods of the radiation corresponding to the transition
between the two hyperfine levels of the ground state of
the caesium-133 atom.
I asked my studiomates to clap for what they feel is one
second each. Some were slower and relaxed, others faster
and impatient. They collectively redefined a unit of time.

00:47 Weixi
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00:47 Robert

00:47 Georgie, Maddie, Kit

00:47 Elena

00:47 Yoon
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DOWNTIME
Five years ago, I started working in a corporate office. Still
pretty fresh out of college, I was a fast and efficient worker.
In the mid-1980’s, photographer Lee Friedlander was
commissioned by the MIT Museum to document employees
working on a project called Changing Technology (FIGURE 1).
He photographed people working on their computers.

Figure 1

Lee Friedlander, At Work: Boston, Massachusetts, 1986

Friedlander’s photographs are so funny to me. In the rather
straightforward documentation of an American office life,
I find humor in how the subjects are entranced by their
screens. There is “something inherently comic [about the]
growing suspicion of the fundamentally machinic nature of
human beings” (North 5). It is as though these workers are
being hypnotized to perform faster, more efficiently—just
like the very machines on which they are working—but their
faces have an implicit emotion that only the human viewer
can understand. I find these images funny because I
empathize with them.
I had become a machine. Even when I had downtime, I functioned according to the programmed pattern of finding the
best shortcut to efficiency. The rare opportunities of absolute
freedom to do whatever I wanted should have made me a
prolific maker, but it did the exact opposite. Without a prompt
or explicit purpose to do something,I froze. This made me
wonder if it is a personal methodology and attitude—rather
than the situational context—that determines my productive
momentum as a human being.
Three years ago, I went back to work, but this time in the
graduate studio at RISD. Maybe this comes as no surprise,
but a graphic design studio is not much different from a
corporate office. I still sit at a desk. I work on a computer.
I print things. I scan things. I use spreadsheets. Although I
was transplanted to a new place geographically, the situation
is pretty much the same.
I had to change how I saw the things around me.
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Early in Jacque Tati’s 1967 comedy film Playtime, the protagonist Mr. Hulot is helplessly lost in a modernist maze of glass
and concrete trying to get to an important business meeting.
Just missing the elevator, he retreats backwards and bumps
into a leather chair (FIGURE 2).

Figure 2

Hulot and the chair meet for the first time.

Mr. Hulot and the leather chair meet again a few scenes later
in a waiting room (FIGURE 4). Out of boredom and curiosity,
Mr. Hulot squeezes the leather, which lets out a whistle of air.
The impression of his hand is left on the leather, but then a
moment later the material pops back to its usual shape. Mr.
Hulot moves on to the other chairs in the room, each time
becoming more intentional and playful with the interactions.
Dutch historian and cultural theorist Johan Huizinga wrote
in 1938 that play is subject to the parameters of space and
time. Play emerges from the structure of repetition and manifests order. It is order.

Figure 3

Hulot and the chair meet again in a showroom.

The backdrop of Playtime is a meticulously constructed set
with props. Everything is controlled. Tati’s modernist microcosm creates a situation in which a comedy of interaction
occurs between human instinct and mechanic operation,
between a meandering human curiosity and rigid structure.
The actors, stage, and props are all equally characters.
Play is an inquisitive encounter with the materiality of objects.
As writer and artist David Robbins writes in Concrete
Comedy, “Play around with the three layers of any object’s
thingness—its material identity, and its representation in
imagery and in language—and things soon turn slippery.
Objects are assigned new functions” (Robbins 208).
Mr. Hulot meets the leather chair one more time in the hustle
and bustle of a showroom (FIGURE 3). A salesman starts to
squeeze and press down on the leather to demonstrate its
durable materiality. But, of course, Mr. Hulot already knows
this. To him, the leather chair is an old friend that provides the
comfort of familiarity in a new place.
Figure 4

Hulot and the chair in a waiting room.
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THE NO-IDEA SPACE:
AN INTERVIEW WITH CAS HOLMAN

Cas Holman is a Providence and Brooklyn-based designer
and educator. In her professional practice, she designs and
manufactures tools/toys that inspire both children and adults
to participate in constructive play and interaction. She has
spent the last decade immersed in research on play, education, and the imagination.

JUNE I have frequently heard that my work is playful.

This is not intentional on my part, so I started wondering
about the concept of play and if there is a need for me to
make this effect intentional, either in methodology or
aesthetic.
CAS When people say that, do you ask them what they mean

Cas is also a full-time faculty in the RISD Industrial Design
department, where she explores scales of manufacturing
and emerging technologies. In her classroom, she encourages students to find form through sketching, playing, tinkering, critique, prototyping, and testing.

by that? With play, sometimes it means that it’s ugly. So then
what does ugly mean? It’s hard to ask these questions
because usually we are just listening and taking in feedback,
but it helps to ask questions about other people’s comments.
What does it mean to be playful to them?

I reached out to Cas because I wanted to hear about her
philosophy on the concept of play. After going through
my work, we had a conversation about the importance of
constraints and shaping a sustainable methodology.

JUNE That’s a great point. I don’t know why I hadn’t

thought of asking that. If I were to take a guess—I think
people say that my work is playful because a common
reaction to my work is laughter, so that response
immediately associates play. Play is fun. Play is funny.
CAS Humor as a tool of communicating is definitely some-

thing that people can be intentional about because it is
powerful and very effective in terms of getting attention. Or
ingratiating people to you. Humor is a really great way in.
JUNE Right. I am very intentional about humor in my

work. Someone once asked what humor means to me.
Like you said, I use it as a tool of empathy. I use humor
as an immediate connection with an audience.
CAS What do graphic designers who come from graphic
design think of your work?
JUNE Generally they just take the work as is, but I have

also heard that my work is gimmicky.
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CAS Right. I ask this because I appreciate that you maintain
your sense of outsiderness as someone who comes from a
non-graphic design background. You have a very honest way
of seeing, which is often hard to do once you are inside of
something. This can be a huge asset when it is appreciated.
I sense your curiosity and willingness to be silly.

People who come from traditional graphic design might love
this. They would never have done this because it’s trying to
look at a pair of scissors in a new way. People forget that
tools can be misused or break. I could see this as being really
refreshing or eliciting the response of so what?
As an educator, I’m interested in this process. For example, if
you need to learn InDesign, why not learn it by breaking it?
Why not learn it by somehow using it to expose ways in which
it was not designed? It’s kind of like a tool about the tool. Or
it feels to me like you’ve made toys.

Figure 5

Stills from We Have No Art, 1968.
Sister Corita Kent’s students use small
square viewfinders to look at their
surroundings with a constraint, allowing
them to focus on overlooked details in
a landscape of endless possibilities.

JUNE In your experience making toys, do you also get

that kind of questioning or feedback?
CAS I think because my work is definitely intended towards

children, people don’t object to them not having a point. They
can be pointless. I think it is harder for people to understand
or imagine a value to something when something is for adults
and there is no point. With kids, play is totally fine. Even calling something a toy implies that it has a purpose.
There is a documentary on the teaching of Sister Corita Kent
called We Have No Art (FIGURE 5). She had a project where
her students had to do something ten times—visual repetition, but also a monotonous kind of making. When the
students did something again and again, they get to a place
that Sister Corita Kent calls the no-idea space. She said this
space is beautiful because you are not sure what you are
doing or why something is really good. She gave this assignment to prove that, for an artist or creative person, there are
opportunities everywhere.

48

CAS You can do anything and everything. So what are you

going to make? Everything is overwhelming. So you have to
create your own constraints and narrow things down so you
don’t have to do everything. The work I design have no rules
or instructions—I don’t like making instructions for them—
but they absolutely have constraints in the material or in the
system in which that are laid out. In my own process, I give
myself arbitrary constraints because otherwise work can be
completely overwhelming. With constraints, I can do anything. I don’t make myself do everything.
Going back to your work, I think your process or approach is
also asking: what if I take this and this, and push it as far as
I can? This is a beautiful pursuit. There can be conversations
about how far you can go with that or in the end, how this can
be used. Is this enough? But I also think that the choice of
being fulfilled in terms of communicating something important or of value is up to the person who is choosing the things
to put together.
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10 MOVEMENTS FOR 12 TONES

10 MOVEMENTS FOR 12 TONES
WEBSITE, SPRING 2018
https://jyoon10.github.io/risd/movements/home.html

In the 1920’s, composer and music theorist Arnold Schoenberg created a 12-tone technique for classical music. His
system composed 12 tones, or notes, into rearranged permutations through a series of operations.
I used 12 tones, or colors, and rearranged their movements
through gradients and shifting elements in the space of a
browser window.

Movement 6

Movement 4

Movement 7
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VARIABLE WEBFONT
WEBSITE, FALL 2018
https://jyoon10.github.io/risd/webfont/a.html

I created a type design tool that draws letterforms within the
coding parameters of p5.js, a JavaScript library. Each letter
is shaped and reshaped by moving the cursor. When the
mouse is clicked, the webpage moves on to the next letter of
the alphabet. The font is variable because its strokes and size
change according to the behavior of the mouse cursor and
the frame of the browser window.

Condensed, regular, and expanded
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Change emanates
not from things
but the way things
are done.

The way things
are done

JACK BURNHAM, Systems Esthetics, 1968
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Simplest concept
is concept with
maximally simple
shape.

Simplest

is

with
maximally simple
.

DOUGLAS HOFSTADTER, Analogy as the Core of Cognition, 2006
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SPACE MOUNTAIN
One late night in studio, my classmates and I took a break
from work and started talking about our time in grad school.
Quickly a comparison was made to riding a roller coaster.
It is like riding a roller coaster in the dark. Grad school is like
riding Space Mountain at Disneyland.
Comparing an experience to riding a roller coaster is pretty
common, but I was fascinated by how our collective effort in
conversation pushed our imagination from the simple idea of
a roller coaster, to a specific ride, and then to a bigger picture
of theme parks in general, referring to long waiting lines and
wondering what happens after getting off the roller coaster.
Our downtime chat oscillated between these areas of
abstract and concrete analogies in a matter of seconds.

00:02

00:07

00:13

In 2006, Douglas R. Hofstadter spoke about this phenomenon in his lecture Analogy as the Core of Cognition. He
claimed that our perception is entirely centered around this
ability to make analogies: to transfer events from abstract,
long-term memory to concrete, short-term memory and vice
versa. The whole premise of our roller coaster discussion
was to decide how to explain our grad school experience to
others. It was using analogy as a vehicle of understanding
and communication.

00:10

00:15

00:18

Hofstadter observed that as we get older, our memories get
abstracted in our minds and that is how we associate simple
concepts to complex situations. The roller coaster is a
concrete example. What is an abstract equivalent?
00:16

00:20

Untitled, 50-second video, Fall 2018
I press the bubbles on a rubber ice tray. All my
efforts are undone when the materiality reacts
and the bubbles pop back up.
00:21
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00:31

00:28

00:35

00:41

00:36

00:45

00:46
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In his 2015 essay i-n-t-e-r-f-a-c-e, David Reinfurt refers to
the Rosetta Stone as an interface—a shared surface that
facilitates communication between otherwise incompatible
languages and cultures. If cognition is driven by the connection and transference of meaning between two events, then
interface and translation of media in semantic space are
also analogies that explain how perception derive concrete
observations from abstract concepts.

Figure 6

Figure 7

Rosetta Stone, 196BC

Google Translate, 2006
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Figure 8

Swiss Railway Clock, designed by Hans Hilfiker, 1944
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A circular table that reflects the movement of clouds is also a clock.
Photo taken at the Brooklyn Museum, Summer 2018
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A cardboard box with arrows and directions.
Photo taken in Phoenix, Arizona, Summer 2018
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Arrows on the surface of another container—an airplane.
Photo taken on a flight from Arizona to Rhode Island, Summer 2018
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An issue of bogoseo, 1997. A complicated interface is a language like music.
Photo taken in the RISD Special Collections, Summer 2018
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The control panel for the audio-visual system in the RISD Auditorium.
Photo taken Fall 2018.
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In The Poetics of Translation, Willis Barnstone describes that
moving vans in Greece have a certain word written on them.
It is phonetically metafora but semantically transportation,
or to transfer. Communication is loading mental goods in the
metafora truck, driving from one brain to another. Point A of
simple visual form leads to a long road trip down the streets
of abstraction to point B of a shared, familiar experience.

SPACE MOUNTAIN

00:01

00:02

00:06

00:03

00:08

00:15

00:10

00:16

Keep Up, 45-second video, Fall 2018
A small IKEA peg refuses to stay standing,
but I also refuse to give up. The repetitive
action and perseverence result in success.
00:19
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RE

RE
react
reactivate
readjust
realign
realize
reapply
reapportion
rearrange
rearticulate
reason
rebroadcast
rebuild
rebut
recalculate
recalibrate
recapture
receive
recharge
reciprocate
recirculate
recognize
recollect
recommit
reconcile
reconfigure
reconfirm
reconnect
reconstruct
record
recreate
recycle
redecorate
rededicate
redefine
redeliver
redesign
redetermine
redevelop
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rediscover
redisplay
redistill
redistribute
redraw
redo
reduce
reduplicate
reemerge
reemphasize
reemploy
reenact
reencounter
reengage
reenergize
reenlist
reequip
reescalate
reevaluate
reexamine
reexperience
refer
refill
refine
reflect
reflow
reform
refurbish
regard
regenerate
rehearse
reincorporate
reinforce
reinstall
reintegrate
reinterpret
reinvent
reinvestigate

relate
release
relocate
rely
remake
rematerialize
remediate
remember
remix
remonstrate
remove
renegotiate
renew
renounce
renovate
reorganize
reorient
repeat
replace
replay
replenish
replete
replicate
report
reposition
represent
reprint
reproduce
reprogram
repunctuate
require
reread
research
resemble
reserve
reside
respect
respond
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repurpose
resist
rest
restart
restrengthen
restrict
restructure
resupply
retain
rethink
retool
retrace
retranslate
retransmit
retrieve
reunite
reverse
revert
review
revise
revisit
revitalize
revive
rewind
rewrite
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We are beginning
to invent another
language —
a language perfectly
and beautifully
adapted to express
useful statements.

Useful statements

VIRGINIA WOOLF, Craftsmanship, 1937
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SCAN IT
SIXTEEN-PAGE COMPOSITION, FALL 2017

The KIC Bookeye 4 Scanner has a contour-finding laser that
allows the machine to scan books on its foldable bed.
I used this book scanner in the RISD Library often and while
using the machine, encountered technical mishaps and
loss of control. Instead of troubleshooting these errors, I
amplified them to make unexpected form. By assuming the
perspective and visual language of the machine, I embedded my human touch in the final image that is produced.

The routine gesture of scanning a book is
stretched out on a timeline of 16 pages. The
narrative is visualized using diagrammatic
language derived from the machine’s operating
mechanism and instructional video.
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DOTS ON A SURFACE:
AN INTERVEW WITH DOUGLAS NICKEL

Douglas Nickel is the Andrea V. Rosenthal Professor of
Modern Art at Brown University. He was a curator at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art for a decade and prior to
Brown, he was the director of the Center for Creative
Photography and associate professor of art history at the
University of Arizona in Tucson. His current research and
teaching explores the relationships among science, art,
metaphysics, and photography, and the role of the viewer
in constructing photographic meaning.
In 2009, I took Professor Nickel’s Contemporary Photography
course as a freshman at Brown. Ten years later, we had a
conversation about the relationship of photography to the
study of metaphysics, science, reception theory, and time.

JUNE Something I remember from your class is how you

Figure 9

Raphael, Sistine Madonna, 1512 (left)
and the painting in reverse (right). When
art history classes used slides, there
were occasional instances in which an
image was accidentally projected in
reverse. In his essay On Right and Left
in Images, Swiss art historian and formalist Heinrich Wölfflin writes how this
unintentional effect is an opportunity to
wonder what it means when an image
is reversed and to challenge the ideal
symmetries of masterpieces such as
Raphael’s Sistine Madonna.
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structured your exams. They were just two images
projected on the screen and then we would have to write
an essay on how the two are related. What is the value
of juxtaposing images and making connections?
DOUGLAS There is a practical answer, and there is a more

theoretical answer. Students, especially students who have
not taken an art history class before, learn differently and will
bring different skills to the class. The premise of the exam is
to be able to give people who have different learning styles
equal opportunities to show them off. Some people are really
good about identifying images and remembering basic
information. Some people are really good about synthetic
intelligence. In other words, you ask them a question, and
they can make up an essay in their mind and answer.
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The compare and contrast is in between those where there is
something to react to in front of you, but you need to figure
out something conceptual about the relationship. It makes it
concrete and abstract at the same time.

mous image that is supposed to summarize the meaning of
the subject.

I certainly didn’t invent it. It was invented back in the early
20th century in Germany by Heinrich Wölfflin as soon as
people figured out how to project photographic images as
lantern slides. What we now understand as modern art
history really comes about in part because of new technologies. One is being able to reproduce images in books and
magazines. That was not the case for most of the 19th
century. A photographic image could not be reproduced.
It would be an engraving or something after it. Generally histories before then were not histories of pictures, they were
biographies for instance, or more general kinds of histories.
But once people could put pictures into essays or project
them in the classroom, they could talk about pictures
because they were there. If you wanted to ask, for instance,
what is the difference between a Renaissance style of
painting or a Baroque style of painting? You put up one of
each and asked, how are they different? Are they the same?
So I inherited that.
JUNE I work a lot with books and wonder about the form

of books. Do you think there is also a connection of this
with the reproduction of images in book design? Do art
history books use this kind of strategy?
DOUGLAS Books and exhibitions both have to embrace the

idea of sequencing and layout and whenever you put pictures
together, relationships emerge. Human beings, by virtue of
the way our minds work will tend to find a relationship,
whatever the reasons those things come together. It might
be when there are two or more things together, we tend to
question why they are together. What does it mean for them
to be there? Some people make this into a virtue where they
consider their work as a sequence of individual parts that
need to be seen in a certain order, in the way they were put
together. This give a narrative, or at least a linearity, to the
way the work is perceived as opposed to the single autono-
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JUNE You mentioned earlier the concrete and abstract,

and I’m curious about the relationship between the
two because I think they are separate forces, but also
depend on each other. How would you define the
relationship between the concrete and the abstract?
DOUGLAS I think traditionally one of the purposes of art

history is to try to get at what works mean. It seems like a fundamental premise. A new premise arose over the past four
years or so, which is to describe the context in which the
work comes into being. A kind of social art history. But I think
for most people, being able to go up to a work of art and have
the tools—even if you do not know about the context or the
biography of the artist—to be able to come up with some
sense of what you think that work might mean is empowering. Part of the process is to develop the tools to describe
what you see. For example, what kinds of artistic choices
have been made here? What are the formal elements that
make up the work? Being able to do that means that you can
now approach any work from any period or culture and be
able to say some things about it, and by implication have the
license to think that you are allowed to imagine some of the
meanings of that work. That is where the concrete and the
abstract come together. The concrete is going to be that
particular real, physical work of art, even as a reproduction.
Then when you start to think about what the meanings of that
work might be, you now go into a kind of theoretical interpretive realm in which you use your knowledge, your skills of
logic, and deduction applied to something physically in front
of you. Throughout our lives, I think the concrete and the
abstract are always meeting that way.
JUNE That is great. This reminds me of your research

interests in the relationships among science, art,
metaphysics and photography.
DOUGLAS For most of my time spent thinking about photog-

raphy since I was a teenager, one of my primary theoretical
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interest has been in issues of reception. There is a lot of
attention paid to photographers and the circumstances
under which a photographer will make a work, but relatively
less attention paid to how a photograph is seen. How we get
meanings out of it. What does the audience think when
confronted with that work? That is where metaphysics and
the science of cognition come in, but also more difficult
things to grasp, like the imagination. Scientists have yet to
identify the part of our brain where the imagination resides.
So in that sense, it is still kind of a metaphysical concept.
For example, this a Walker Evans photograph (FIGURE 10).
When we look at a picture like this, we imagine what it would
be like standing in such a place and seeing this. All we are
really looking at from a strictly technical point of view is a
bunch of little dots on a two dimensional surface. We are not
seeing space. We are seeing a flat surface that is marked
with various tones of gray. And many of us look at this and
say, “I see a building and I see a sky and I see a dirt road.”
Something is happening in our minds that translates those
tones of gray into something that we take to be a picture (a
spatial picture in this case), a representation of objects.
Already there is a kind of belief system that is entailed. You
have to imagine that when you look at that flat surface, you
can actually see something pictorial in it.

Figure 10

Walker Evans, Post Office, Sprott, Alabama, 1936.
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It is this set of beliefs that we bring to looking at the photograph that was of particular interest to me—mostly because
nobody else was paying any attention to it. But it is a really
interesting theoretical issue. It is a kind of fiction, right? We
have to pretend that we can see something in 1936 from
Sprott, Alabama. There is a kind of fictional element to any
picture. It is like watching a movie or play. If you keep thinking
about the actors and props on the stage, you never get
caught up in the story. You have to forget that you are seeing
actors and that you are in a room with props. There is a
certain suspension of disbelief that comes with looking at
pictures and a special kind of suspension of disbelief that
comes out of looking at a photographic picture, where you
have to stop thinking that it is a surface that is marked with
tones and now it becomes Sprott, Alabama. There have been
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some philosophers that have gone so far as to say photography is a technology for seeing like a telescope or mirror. They
say it gives us the same kind of visual access as that of other
kinds of optical technologies. I do not think this is true. I do
not think the way that we see something in a photograph is
the way we see something in a telescope, for instance, or in
mirror. But it does point to the fact that there is a kind of
optical character to a photograph that makes it different from
a painting. Every mark that is on the surface of the painting
was put there intentionally by somebody’s brain. You are
seeing intentional marks by a painter and that is part of our
appreciation of the category that we call painting. When you
look at a photograph, you do not believe the same thing
about those marks. You think those marks were put there
according to physical laws of optics and chemistry. You do
not really know what the photographer intended or was
paying attention to at the time the picture was taken. Maybe
Walker Evans failed to notice the power lines or the shadow
in the foreground or somebody in the back of the building
putting trash out. It is entirely possible that he could have
made this picture without being aware of some of the things
that showed up in the picture. There is nothing in a painting
that corresponds and says, well, maybe he just accidentally
put a person putting trash out on this day. Everything in the
photograph is an open question in terms of its intentionality.
The framed Walker Evans photograph (FIGURE 5) on Professor Nickel’s desk.

JUNE What is the difference between reception and

perception?
DOUGLAS Just to complicate things, the term that I prefer is

actually response over reception. Reception is a term used,
for instance, by literary people when they talk about what
readers do when they read a text. That is reception theory.
If you are reading something and you say that author has a
very distinctive voice, what does it mean that the author has
a voice? You are looking at words on a page, not listening to
someone saying something. You are imagining a voice the
way that we imagine things when we look at photographs.
The particular style in which those words are put together on
a page gives us an effect that we call authorial voice. But that
author that we are imagining saying these things is not the
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same as the author sitting in office in Connecticut someplace
writing. That is an imaginary, fictive author, not a real author.

along with music is so ambiguous and open-ended. It is not
just a decoding operation, but an interpretation operation as
well. It becomes the beginning of performance rather than
an encoding of performance.

Within reception theory, you have real authors and then implied authors—the author implied by the text. You can have
an applied author or maker to a photograph as well. We think
we might know something about the person who made it
based on what we are seeing. Reception tends to be quite
rational in the way that we think about how the author’s voice
is something that was crafted on purpose.

There are interesting analogs with music too. I think it is really
interesting to listen to a recording of a live performance. It is
all the ways of how a live performance deviates from an
exact, perfect rendering of the piece. That is what is intriguing and attractive. The rhythm and pitch is slightly off. As
humans, we appreciate what is human about music, not what
is mechanical about it. It is the same thing with photography.
Digital photography may be able to offer some things that are
mechanically better than the previously technically inferior
analog technologies, but on the other hand, there are so
many people who grew up understanding the world mediated
by analog technologies.

Reception is a subcategory of response. Imagine that,
without you knowing it, I take a one-to-one, highly detailed
colored picture of a large spider, and I put it into a small box
with a lid on it. I hand you the box, you open the box, and you
jump. When you jump, you responded to the thing that you
saw. That response is not rational, it is automatic. It happens
automatically without thinking. A different part of your brain
responds to it: the fight-or-flight part of your brain. You then
realize a second later that this spider is not moving. It is not a
real spider. It is now reception, rather than a response. You
can think of them as different moments where you have a
moment of response and then a moment of reception.

Technology teaches us how to think about what we are
looking at. For the longest time, newspapers reproduced
news photographs in black and white. Everybody came to
associate information with black and white, even though
color film was available. Color was for advertising. Eventually
USA Today and other newspapers came along and started
reproducing color news photographs. You can see newspapers resisting in various degrees the idea that news could be
shown in color. The Wall Street Journal still does not show
news in color. They tended to use line drawings actually
instead of photographs. But the New York Times still ran
black and white photographs for a very long time even after
USA Today had adopted color. It is not about what technology can do per se. It is not about the availability or being able
to do a new thing, like reproducing images in color. It is about
anticipating the audience’s expectations of a technology.
If the technology outdoes the expectations, then the human
beings become the limiting factor. For example, at Pixar they
have to invent all kinds of software to simulate an optical
camera and the way that it moves through space. Even
though that has got nothing to do with digital animation.
That is what the human audience thinks it needs to look like.
We are at this transitional moment where we still have not

Perception is the apparatus of using your eyes and your brain
to identify that thing in the first place. That response would be
compromised, for instance, if my spider photograph was very
much out of focus. It would not facilitate the same kind of
response. You would perceive it then as something emphatically photographic. It becomes an optical artifact that you
immediately identify. So they all are interrelated. They
describe different parts of a mental process.
JUNE I love how you described the photograph as dots

on a surface. I always say that music is just lines and
dots on a page that is translated to sound.
DOUGLAS Exactly. Being able to identify the meaning of the

dots and lines on a page is like going back to kindergarten.
Music is the performance and the way that you depart from
the strict rules of lines and dots. The grammar that goes
Figure 11

December 1855 issue of Illustrated London News,
the first newspaper printed in color
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need more images or text to supply the necessary information. That is a formal issue. There is also the interesting
problem that happens when you put a frame around something, you change the relationship of the things that show up
inside the frame. For instance, if you had five people lined up
against the wall and you framed your photograph so that the
end two showed up in the frame and the other three were
excluded, you have now created a relationship between
those two people that would be different than if you showed
all five or if you encountered all five.
The traditional model of photography suggests that photography is not about perception and looking so much as about
attention. If you think of the camera as a tool for pointing at
something, that gesture very economically says pay attention
to this. This is worthy of your attention. The photograph did
that. The frame became part of the apparatus.

Figure 12

Pixar blooper reel for A Bug’s Life, 1998

caught up with the implications of seeing what a digital world
might look like. We are still trapped in the analog lens-based
paradigm that needs to be simulated digitally.
JUNE I’m interested in this kind of conflict between

technological advancement and the human condition.
Just recently, I was watching Pixar blooper reels.
DOUGLAS [laughs] Right.
JUNE They intentionally made those mistakes to show

that there are people behind the making of the animation. I think that ability to control a story, the tools, and its
conceptual reception is amazing. What strategies do
photographers use to determine what to show and not
to show in a frame?
DOUGLAS This is an important component of a modernist

view of photography. By the time you get to postmodernism,
there is a critique of that idea that somehow the message
could be summed up in a single frame, and that you actually
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I think there is an awful lot of importance put on the idea of
the visual and not enough paid on attention. Cameras and
people do not view the world at all in the same way. Our
vision is mobile because we are moving around all the time
and taking in a visual field. Cameras are fixed. They make an
image that is circumscribed by a frame. Photography is all
about translating three dimensions into two dimensions and
the flow of life into something static. It takes something at a
certain scale and standardizes them into another scale. It is
remarkable that we ever took them for the way the world
looks. That is not the way the world looks at all. Our perception is actually guided by attention. Our eyes move around
the visual field, and our brains steer them to things that we
deem important.
It is interesting from a physiological point of view. When we
are looking at a visual field, our brains are picking out little
details and then we fill in the information that is missing. Our
vision is actually quite chaotic, but our brain makes it seem
seamless. The thing that we take for continuity is a mental
experience rather than a visual experience.
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JUNE I think of photography as capturing a certain

moment. What is the notion of time in photography?
DOUGLAS This is still a frontier for photo theory. There are a

lot of things that have been accepted about that which I think
are subject to question. To begin with the idea that the
photograph captures a previous moment—that analogy of
capturing something suggests that there was something to
be captured, but time does not have any physical form to
capture. This idea that there is something preexisting, and it
is grabbed, somehow does not really make any sense. You
can imagine, for instance, in my basement I set up a still life
with apples and a bowl. I put my camera on a tripod and
make a properly exposed still photograph at a 30th of a
second under those lighting conditions. Then I vary the lights
and make an exposure of one 100th of a second and another
exposure of two minutes. They are all proper exposures. I
just vary the intensity of the lights. When I present the three
pictures to you, what you see looks like three identical
pictures. This medium that is supposed to be capturing time
has produced three identical images that have actually
technically been captured for different amounts of time. But
they all look the same. In this special circumstance, the idea
of capturing time is irrelevant to the way that we understand
what we are looking at. The only manner in which time
becomes an issue is actually when something is moving.
When nothing is moving in the picture, you cannot say that
you know anything about the time in which it was captured.

Figure 13

Henri Cartier-Bresson, Behind the Gare St. Lazare, 1932
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UV PRINTER
SCULPTURE, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND DISPLAY, SPRING 2017

I learned how to use the UV Printer in Co-Works, RISD’s
interdisciplinary making research lab. The machine prints
translucent color, white, and glossy inks on a variety of
substrates. I successfully printed on plastic, rubber, wood,
and fabric, but at a certain point the machine started to
break. Not wanting to rely on a struggling machine to create
form, I decided to instead make a physical sculpture as a
response to the situation. Translucent ink became colored
shapes on light tracing paper. White ink became physical
white objects. Glossy ink became plexiglass. Similarly to the
mechanism of the UV printer, I layered these materials to
create formal compositions.

The physical sculpture as layers of paper, white objects, and plexiglass.
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TOP The sculpture and photographs on display
in the RISD Graphic Design Commons, Fall 2017
RIGHT The description of the work displayed
as an extension of the concept
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To spot a deviation
implies being able to
identify the norm from
which it swerves.

The norm

TERRY EAGLETON, Literary Theory, 1983
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MEASUREMENTS OF SPACE AND TIME
WEBSITE, FALL 2018
https://jyoon10.github.io/risd/measurementsofspaceandtime/home.html

This collection of abstract web compositions stemmed
from a simple idea to work with a gradient scale from white
to black. Each website illustrates an interpretation of the
gradient as a range in space and time, while treating the web
browser as a spatial canvas.
In making the material, language, structure, and functionality
simple, I wanted to expose the mechanism and container of
the website itself.

Composer, scrolling the columns creates a variety in composing the gradients across the page

Light Switch, clicking “off” makes the page darker, “on” brighter

Void Brush, the mouse becomes a brush that draws black on the white webpage
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Infinite Void, scrolling down the page reveals
a transition from a void to an infinite
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Clock, three circles that complete one full rotation in one minute, hour, and day.
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MEASUREMENTS OF SPACE AND TIME

Calendar, a sphere that completes a full rotation in 24 hours
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When something
seems the most
obvious thing in
the world, it means
that any attempt
to understand the
world has been
given up.

The most
obvious thing in
the world

BERTOLT BRECHT, The Development of an Aesthetic, 1964

138

2019

INTERFACE PHILOSOPHY

A QUESTION

PROJECT:

TIME MEASURE
7, 236-INCH PAPER STRIP, FALL 2018

How long is time?

Each second of a 12-hour clock printed on a
long strip and then rolled into a circle. Typeset in
12-point size, 12-point leading in Space Mono.
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CALENDAR
TWO SHEETS OF WHITE PAPER SPIRAL-BOUND, FALL 2016

In a 1972 interview, the designers Ray and Charles Eames
were asked, “Does design imply the idea of products that
are necessarily useful?” To that, they answered, “Yes, even
though the use might be very subtle.” Inspired by this insight,
I wondered how I could transform the paper calendar—now
rendered useless by the digital calendars on phones and
computers—into a useful object. I focused on the paper
calendar’s materiality, its simplicity, its physical representation of passing time, and its connection to perpetual or
daily interaction: routines, habits, and rituals. Each of these
considerations led me to the obvious yet forgotten act of
flipping the page.
A spiral-bound “calendar” with only two blank pages
isolates the action of flipping a page. The interaction shifts
the responsibility from object to human and magnifies its
emotional effect. Stripped of numerical or textual information, it signifies the passing of time as a choice—one may flip
the page once every year, month, day, hour, minute, or even
second, enacting a behavioral demarcation of a personal
past, present, and future. Absent a denoted notion of time,
the act of flipping the page connotes starting anew.

Before and after flipping the page of the calendar
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An escalator can
never break.
It can only become
stairs.

A
can
never break.
It can only become
.

MITCH HEDBERG
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PAGE PROPORTIONS

PAGE PROPORTIONS DERIVED FROM MUSICAL
INTERVALS AND SIMPLE GEOMETRIC SHAPES
FOUND IN NATURE
HAND-STITCHED BOOK, WINTER 2018

In The Elements of Typographic Style, Robert Bringhurst
explains that in the craft of bookmaking, page proportions
are derived from simple geometric shapes, like the square
and hexagon, and musical intervals. I wanted to see all of
these page sizes and feel them in my hands, so I made them
and bound them into one book.

Hand-stitched binding showing the different lengths of signatures

square 1:1

tall half octagon 1:1.307
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octave 1:2

wide octagon wing 1:2
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TOP Gesture of opening the book
RIGHT Fujimoto Architect Associates, House in Akitsu Kazunori, 2016
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BRICOLAGE
One day, as I was walking down North Main Street in
Providence, a peculiar structure caught my attention. It was
a spiral staircase in a cobblestone parking lot for a residential
complex. Intrigued by my visceral reaction to the encounter,
I immediately pulled out my phone and took a picture of it.

Figure 14

Giuseppe Momo, Bramante Staircase, Vatican Museum, 1986

An architect once told me that putting a spiral staircase in a
building is like cheating because it is an easy shortcut to
saving space. I thought this was a bold assertion because it
assumes that the function of architecture is to maximize
space. It also suggests that a staircase is not a space, or is at
least subservient to the spaces it connects.
The spiral staircase had an explicit purpose in history,
especially in the Middle Ages when it was used as a form of
protection in towers—the tight space gave the defense an
advantage by limiting the entry of attackers. Today, it is
generally accepted as an element of structural beauty, either
as a featured attraction in a room or as a space itself, for
example in Giuseppe Momo’s Vatican Museum (FIGURE 14).
This spiral staircase on North Main Street is unabashedly
honest. It is out in the open. It claims its own space. Its
function is so clear that it is comical: to provide a mode of
transportation between the cobblestone driveway and the
homes on the second floor. The abrupt transition from wood
to steel at the top tells a material story of its making. It is
what it is, and that is its beauty.

Spiral staircase in a residential complex
on North Main Street in Providence, RI.
Picture taken Spring 2019.
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There is nothing as
mysterious as a fact
clearly described.

A fact
clearly described

GARRY WINOGRAND
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MINIMALISM
Jean Sibelius’s Symphony No. 2 in D Major starts with
phrases of repeated notes, detached slightly but still smooth
like ripples of water. The memory of playing this symphony
is so vivid to me, largely due to the hours spent rehearsing this opening. Repetition is one of the most challenging
techniques in music because each note or phrase has to be
different, interesting.
One day, the conductor stopped rehearsal, opened his bag,
and passed out pieces of chocolate to all the musicians in
the orchestra. For this next one, he said, play like the taste
of chocolate.
And that was it.
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Art is the concrete
representation of our
most subtle feelings.

The
representation of our
feelings
most

AGNES MARTIN
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CONCRETE
Early logicians and grammarians of the Renaissance used
concrete as a term that defines a quality associated to a
substance, rather than a quality itself. The Oxford English
Dictionary provides an example of the concrete adjective
of white, such as in white paper, as opposed to the abstract
noun of whiteness.
Concrete is also a composite material that is made up of
aggregates (usually a mixture of rocks) and binders
(commonly known as cement). Concrete originates as a
liquid and is subsequently poured into a formwork, or
temporary mold, held together by cone snap ties. The
substance is left to dry as a solid shape.
For four years, I had class in the List Art Building at Brown
almost everyday. In my architecture class, I learned that the
dots and lines on the exterior walls of List are imprints of
the formwork and cone snap ties from the process of shaping the concrete blocks. The building reveals the structure
of how its material was made.
This is the most lasting memory I have of List.

Philip Johnson, List Art Building, Brown University, 1971
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A THESIS WHITE
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A THESIS WHITE
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A THESIS WHITE
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A THESIS WHITE
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A THESIS WHITE
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The system makes
assumptions that,
unchallenged,
become truths.

Truths

ROB GIAMPIETRO, Default Systems Design, 2003
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TECHNICOLOR
In one of film history’s most iconic scenes, Dorothy opens
the front door of her house after it tumbles down from the sky
in a tornado. The sepia-toned Kansas turns into the colorful
world of Oz.

Figure 15

Edward Raymond Turner, Untitled, 1902

Figure 16

George Albert Smith, A Visit to the Seaside, 1908

The Wizard of Oz is the first feature film in Technicolor. The
previous statement is actually false, but the movie is widely
remembered this way. Color technology in film was developed decades in advance. The earliest example of a mechacally produced color motion picture is Edward Raymond
Turner’s 1902 experimental film showing everyday scenes
(FIGURE 15). The 1908 A Visit to the Seaside (FIGURE 16) is an
eight-minute film in the first commercially used color process
Kinemacolor, which would subsequently influence the emergence of Technicolor in 1916. The Wizard of Oz was released
in 1939.
The producers of Oz encountered an unusual challenge.
Although equipped with the technology of Technicolor,
they did not yet have the capability to combine two color
processes—black-and-white and color—in the same scene.
Their solution was to emulate the effect.
Technology is a tool and a process, yet it is also a concept.
Its function is embedded in our daily gestures, perception,
and memory. In many ways, its success is based on the extent
of its invisibility. A tool is not questioned until it reveals its
shortcomings. Technology is a means for effect. It makes the
invisible visible, the unimaginable imagined. It is a methodology for telling the right story.
Judy Garland is remembered for portraying Dorothy, but she
is not the actress who opens the door in the sepia-to-color
sequence (FIGURE 17). The actress who opens the door from
inside the house is a body double wearing a sepia-painted
dress in a sepia-painted set, fabricated specially to allow the
sepia and color worlds to live together in the same frame.
Once the body double moves out of the frame, Garland enters
in her colorful blue dress and red slippers.
Figure 17

The Wizard of Oz, 1939
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We can’t control
systems or figure
them out. But we
can dance with
them.

Dance with

DONELLA H. MEADOWS, Dancing with Systems, 2001
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ANY COLOUR YOU LIKE
30-SECOND VIDEO, FALL 2018

The default settings on a camera are usually dismissed as
lazy solutions of the apparatus, but I was curious how I could
maximize on these inherent capabilities. I tested the limits
of the auto white balance setting on my Fujifilm X-T2 camera
with sheets of colored paper and my hand.

00:08

I was particularly drawn to the effect when the color shifted
as my camera calibrated the white balance. This also
happened to the color of skin when my hand entered the
frame, unexpectedly providing another interpretation
of the term white balance.

00:08

00:09

00:09

00:10

LEFT The color changes as my camera
calibrates the white balance according
to the skin tone of my hand.
THIS PAGE The effect is more dramatic as my hand enters, moves across the
colors, and leaves the frame.
00:11

00:02
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Comparison of skin tone according to the different colored background
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ANY COLOUR YOU LIKE

Default settings of the camera provides another interpretation of the term white balance
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Shirley Cards (FIGURE 18) are color reference cards that
were distributed by Kodak in the 1950’s. The white women
on these cards became an industry standard on how to calibrate skin tone, shadows, and light in the printing process.
Due to this standard, however, it was difficult to get properly
exposed multiracial pictures in early stock photography. It
was four decades later in the mid-1990’s that Kodak released
a multiracial skin color reference card (FIGURE 19).
I save instructional manuals—in part due to my “just-in-case”
mentality— but also for their diagrammatic illustrations.
When I go to used bookstores, I always look for old guides,
catalogs, textbooks, or manuals because I am curious how
readers learned new information in the past. It is especially
intriguing to see the development of documenting skills or
instructions throughout history.

Figure 18

Shirley Cards distributed by Kodak in the 1950’s
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Figure 19

Figure 20

Multiracial Shirley Card, Kodak 1996

A 1977 instructional guide and workbook on improving make-up skills; cover design by Rochelle Udell
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Figure 21

Figure 22

Pronunciation diagrams from a 1940’s voice and articulation drill book

Illustrated instructions on improving the voice in a 1990’s pamphlet on making presentations
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Figure 23

Figure 24

The Nuremberg Funnel, a humorous 17th century depiction of the mechanical means of learning and understanding new information

Illustration plates from a 1970’s medical history textbook; reproductions of art used in education before the development of photography
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Figure 25

Figure 26

Instructions on how to use available materials and geometry to measure distances from a 1979 Boy Scout Handbook

A taxonomy of simple geometric forms used in a 1982 Engineer’s Notebook
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Figure 27

Figure 28

Illustrations from Oliver Byrne’s 1847 The First Six Books of the Elements of Euclid

A lesson on shapes, lines, and space in a 1982 geometry textbook
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MANUAL
PUBLICATION, OBJECT, SMARTPHONE APP, FALL 2018

The earliest forms of manuals were immaterial. Instructions
and skills were passed down orally through apprenticeship
and controlled by the structure of exclusive guilds.
In the late 17th century, hydrographer, printer, and mathematical lexicographer Joseph Moxon published Mechanick
Exercises. This was the ultimate precursor DIY manual.
Maxon provided public access to instructions and information on previously specialized skills. But more importantly,
it was a resource on methodology—outlining systematic
ways of solving complex problems.
In the Computer Age, this relatively democratic resource
changed how users learned to interact with tools and
objects. In the 1980s, linguistic psychologist and former
IBM researcher John Carroll observed that minimal and
self-guided manuals in the form of unbound cards allowed
the user to pick up on simple directives and learn more
effectively by figuring out the process on their own with no
dictated sequence. As technology evolved, manuals began
to blend into the interface or system of machines with live
step-by-step instructions. Meticulously guided processes
led to impatience and hasty resignation when a user met
with unexpected outcomes.
I created a meta-manual in which the form of the object
directly refers to the mechanism of the object itself. On each
card, the visual diagram is described by a short poem on the
opposite side. When interacting with the smartphone app I
developed for this object, the typography triggers augmented
forms to perform on the screen. This manual has no explicit
function. It is a representation of an idea translated into
image, language, and behavior.
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A cube in a corner expands

A cylinder with four corners converges

A cone lifts off

A sphere on a landscape bounces up and down
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The more complex
the tools become,
the more abstract
their functions
become.

The more
the
become,
the more
their
become.

VILÉM FLUSSER, The Shape of Things: A Philosophy of Design, 1993
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HOW TO MAKE CUP RAMEN
1-MINUTE 40-SECOND VIDEO, FALL 2018

00:17

00:32
01:00

00:01

00:34
01:08

01:11
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01:30

01:21

01:24
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TEACHING SKILLS:
AN INTERVIEW WITH STEVEN LUBAR

Steven Lubar is a professor of American Studies, History, and
History of Art and Architecture at Brown University. He was
previously the director of the John Nicholas Brown Center
for Public Humanities and Cultural Heritage and director of
the Haffenreffer Museum of Anthropology. Prior to his arrival
in Providence in 2004, he was chair of the Division of History
of Technology at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of
American History. He is a 2016 Guggenheim Fellow, and his
present research interests are in the history of museums,
material culture, and public and digital humanities.
In the fall of 2017, I worked on a project based on the history
of braille and the Information Age. In my research, I came
across Professor Lubar’s 1992 article “Do Not Fold, Spindle,
or Mutilate” in the Journal of American Culture. The article
traces the history of punch cards and its lasting function as
a representation of social culture.
I reached out to Professor Lubar to discuss this concept.
When we met, we started talking about the representation
of complex data in simple form. The subject then turned to
an unexpected, but interesting, direction. Recently, Professor Lubar has started teaching a class on learning skills.
As a maker himself, he examines the theory of skill and the
importance of learning how to do something.

JUNE How did you get interested in making things and

teaching about skills?
STEVEN Skills are more complicated than people think they
are. There are different kinds of skills. I thought I should teach
a course to think this through. I do this first-year seminar,
and I have done it twice now. We spend a lot of time on site
visits and asking people about their skills. Then every week
students have to write about it. The best part is writing about
learning a new skill. Each of the students do a journal over
the course of the semester and try to learn things. A single,
simple skill. Knitting turns out to be the best one. It is social in
an interesting way and serves a useful purpose. Whittling is
another great one.
JUNE What is whittling?
STEVEN Whittling is knife on wood, making little wood
trinkets. There is a simplicity and long history to it. In 1890’s
Boston, every student learned the skill as a way of focusing
the mind. In my class, each student learns a skill such as this
and then writes the history of it. It is also a way of reflecting
on the process of learning something new.
JUNE That’s great because it folds in so many aspects,

like hands-on tools and material, but also a kind of intellectual skill.
STEVEN Right. In the first-year engineering course, Intro to
Engineering, students have to build a bridge, which is interesting. It is very hands-on and intellectual. They learn that
what determines the success of a bridge is not the theory
of bridge design, but how well the joints are held together.
There is always the risk of not teaching skills and instead
teaching the theory of things.
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JUNE Coming to RISD, I thought skills and theory would

JUNE What is the relationship between theory and

be separate things, but I am starting to realize that
they feed off each other. It is a constant collaboration
between thinking and making. How do you pose this
question to your students, and how has that turned out?

history?
STEVEN So much of it is personal interests and how you look
at the world.

When I look at your mechanical pencil [points to the mechanical pencil I was using to write], I do not think about it in terms
of practicality. I think about the history of it. Where did it come
from? By the way, that is a really nice pencil.

STEVEN There are a lot of people who have theories around

skill. For example, if you teach people how to weld, you have
a theory of welding and a theory of teaching the skill. There
is a whole world out there of people who teach practical skills
about how people learn things.

JUNE It’s from Muji. It has a very nice weight to it.

People who do music or athletics are really interesting because they are absolutely focused on learning skills and have
a completely different approach. If you are going to be in an
orchestra, you are expected to practice for a certain time
each day. If you are going to be on the football team, you are
not only training, but also being told exactly how to do it. That
is not like any other class. I never tell my students how to set
up a practice or writing schedule. Whereas with music and
athletics, that is perfectly acceptable. I have talked about this
in class because it is important to learning new things.

STEVEN So you are thinking of it as someone who uses
pencils a lot and thinks about how it lets you use your skill.
My bet is that I would have a hard time with such a fine tip.
I just type all day. But I look at that pencil and ask: what part
of it has been patented? How do you market a pencil that is
so specialized? How much does it cost to make this pencil?
JUNE What would be the theory of this pencil?
STEVEN Part of that theory is about functionality and part of it
is what it looks like. Can I take a look at it?

JUNE I totally agree. I was a serious musician growing

up. I played the violin for more than 20 years. Music was
really helpful for me because it is not only a social activity, but also very much about learning muscle memory.
That skill has translated to other objects for me. When I
first encounter an object, the first thing I try to figure out
is how to use and understand it like an instrument.
STEVEN That’s interesting. People who work with glass also
think about this a lot. They have a real theory about skill, and
once they learn the skill of materiality, the whole point is to
get over it. They don’t want to be just a good glass blower
because they do not care about that at all. They want to make
art with glass in a different way. They have a real sense of the
process by which they learn skills.
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JUNE Yes, of course. [hands over pencil]
STEVEN That’s interesting. It still has the label. How much
of that is functional and how much of that is to appeal to a
certain type of people? I don’t know the answer, but either
way, I guess that is very functional.

My Muji mechanical pencil (actual size)
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BUBBLE WRAP:
A CONVERSATION WITH KEVIN HARTIGAN

Kevin Hartigan is the Director of Volunteer Services and
Tours at the Perkins School for the Blind in Watertown,
Massachusetts, and has been at the school for more than
thirty years. He is a storyteller who shares the history of
Perkins to a diverse range of audiences and visitors.
I first visited Perkins in the fall of 2017 to research the history
and development of braille. I went on a tour of the school with
Kevin and at the very end, almost as an aside, he mentioned
the role of tangible symbols as signage around the campus
and as tools to teach communication for the blind. I was so
fascinated by this concept.
I reached out to Kevin two years later, and he generously
offered to give me another tour, this time focusing on tangible
symbols. We had a brief conversation and then walked
around campus, locating various symbols that help blind
children to learn and understand the world around them.

JUNE How are tangible symbols used to communi-

cate? How is an object chosen to represent an abstract
concept?
KEVIN We use emotions. An emotion is not concrete, so

we have to turn emotions into something that is meaningful by touch. For example, if a child starts crying in class,
the teacher presents several symbols. One is a thermometer. That means “I’m sick.” Another is a set of car keys.
That means “I want to go home.” Another is a little piece of
Kleenex. That means “I’m sad.”
We take an invisible concept and make it into something
concrete—something that is meaningful to the child. It has
to mean something to their hands.
Whenever I have visitors, I ask them to guess the symbol for
happiness. They all give me the same answer: a smile. But
that’s visual. Blind people don’t associate a smile with happiness because they don’t see you smile. No one ever guesses
correctly, but when I say the answer everyone laughs.
It’s bubble wrap.
JUNE [laughs] That’s great.
KEVIN Everyone loves bubble wrap! It makes people happy.

Here’s another one. What symbol do you think represents
swinging?
JUNE [pause] The U shape of the seat?
KEVIN Think about how a child experiences a swing. How do

they experience that? What is a swing to a child who uses his
or her hands to understand the world?
It’s three links of a swing chain.
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How can the
prescriptions
encoded in the
mechanism be
brought out in
words?

The
prescriptions
encoded in the
mechanism

BRUNO LATOUR, Where are the Missing Masses, 1992
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ONE SECOND VIDEO.MP4
289 VIDEOS, SPRING 2018

I wanted to find the shortest video on Youtube. I ended up
finding a niche sub-genre on the platform.
There is a surprisingly large community of people who upload
one-second videos. This challenge is interpreted in different
ways: attempts at starting a trend, a test upload, a reuploading
of existing one-second videos, and a method of testing the
limitations of Youtube’s system.
On March 10, 2018, I went on Youtube, searched “one second
video” and downloaded all 289 videos from the search results.
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Figure 29

Figure 30

Vilém Flusser, Into the Universe of Technical Images Table of Contents, 1985

Richard Serra, Verblist, 1967–68
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TO PUBLISH
60-PAGE DOCUMENT, SPRING 2018

In 1968, Richard Serra ended his Verblist with “to continue.”
In 2018, I typed one infinitive verb each on a 60-page Word
document. I then collected 60 different samples of paper,
shuffled them in random order, placed the stack in the printer,
and printed the document. This chance operation generated
surprising outcomes due to the interaction between text and
image—in this case, the substrate as image.

Verbs and substrates
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SAVE AS
BOOK AND WEBSITE, FALL 2018
https://jyoon10.github.io/risd/save_as/indesign.html

I created a diagrammatic map of a book spread in InDesign.
Then, instead of using the usual “export as PDF” command,
I exported this document as an HTML file, creating a website.
This translation scattered and relocated the notations from
the original InDesign file to the web browser. Each note or
form redefined its position in a new space. I then printed the
website to create a new book.

Exporting the document as an HTML file
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The InDesign file as a website
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The website printed and bound as a book.

Spreads from the book; horizontal and vertical reading
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BOOK, SPRING 2018

This book is simply a sequence of black and white pages
that, when bound together, creates a barcode on its foreedge. I bought the ISBN number for this book, so when the
barcode—or book—is scanned, the information directs
right back to the book itself.
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9781732615106

Scanning the barcode to get the book’s ISBN number
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James Turrell, Skyspace Meeting, 1980–86
Photo take Summer 2018, New York City

I took this picture at MoMA PS1 in James Turrell’s Skyspace
Meeting—a serene room with a rectangular window cut
through the ceiling—when I noticed that the sunlight cast on
the wall and floor looked like an open book. It was the
weekend right after the first week of the 2018 Triple Canopy
Publication Intensive, and images of books were echoing in
my mind. During the week, we had traced the history of
publications to as early as the design and craft of medieval
manuscripts and made connections to contemporary
practices of publishing in both print and digital culture. I was
especially fascinated by the long-lasting resonance of the
codexical form—folded pages bound together, creating a
sequence of left- and right-hand spreads in what we know as
a book. Struck by my reaction to this persistent shape, I
began to wonder why we usually draw the codexical form in
our minds when we think of books or publications.

Studio of Kameelah Jana Rasheen at the New Museum
Photo take Summer 2018, New York City

Could the codex be just one manifestation of a publication?
Maybe a publication is not an image or object itself, but an
abstraction based on the translation of the printed page’s ink,
substrate, and mechanism to different material or conceptual
forms? Is there potential to remix and reinterpret the codex to
provide speculative experiences for the reader?
Which brings me back to James Turell. The sunlight cast in
the space looked like a book, but what if I actually thought of
it as one? Like a codex that guides the eye from the left to
right page (or right to left), a contained space and its intersecting walls create a sequence of one dimensional plane to
another. The substrates are the floor, walls, and ceiling, while
the inks are light, shadows, material textures, even bodies
moving around in the space. Just as we read the words on a
page, we can also read the space of a room.

256

Workshop with Paul Soulellis
Photo taken Summer 2018, Providence, RI

I took this picture during a conversation and studio visit with
Kameelah Janan Rasheen at the New Museum, where the
artist had set up a personal archival library of texts on Black
history and education. Xeroxed pages from the books in her
collection appeared on the walls of her hybrid studio and
educational space. This particular moment, in which two of
her framed pieces reflected on a perpendicular glass wall,
yet again reminded me of an open book. This “book” is
interesting because the reflection of a single object creates
two facing objects. The content is repeated and the reaction—the fuzzy reversed text, the glare of light and dark
silhouette—creates the difference between the left and right.
From this physical representation of a codex emerges an
abstract thought that a publication can be defined as a reflection and repetition as well. All it takes is a singular object,
body, image, or word reflected and repeated in a material
context to create an unexpected reading experience of form.
I took this picture at a workshop with designer Paul Soulellis
at the RISD Design Commons. Paul asked us to each choose
one picture from the camera roll on our phones and place
them on a table. Two of the pictures, taken at different times
by different people, were similar so we placed their phones
side-by-side like this. It was a small and coincidental moment
at the time, but thinking back and looking at this documentation now, I realize that we had created yet another book:
a digital codex. Just as the gesture of flipping through the
pages of a book reveals conversations between the left and
right pages, scrolling through adjacent devices offers a
possibly endless sequence of surprising formal relationships
and meaning via chance operations. Publications reveal
themselves through simple but rich offerings of interesting
juxtapositions in a variety of configurations and media.
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READING A READER
BOOK, FALL 2017

A reader becomes the author by leaving traces of fingerprints
on the pages. The marks, or writing, represent a dialogue
between human and book, and the reader becomes a spectator of this interaction. Since the author is also the reader,
the ultimate reader of this experience is reading a reader.
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The things that interest me the most usually take the least
amount of time to catch my attention. I wonder why things
look a certain way. Why words mean a certain thing.
When a word is repeated over and over, it starts to sound
strange, losing meaning and becoming just tone. This phenomenon is called semantic satiation. I think this semantic
satiation also happens to visual form and behavior. When
something is seen over and over again, it becomes accepted
as is. But then, when there is even the slightest disruption
to a pattern, the familiar becomes unfamiliar. The structure
reveals itself as material for exploration.
In the abstract (page 5), I said that the purpose of this thesis
was to define its title: Interface Philosophy. This endeavor
started with an intuitive response to a term that I didn’t understand, but just felt right. My instinct set an arbitrary condition,
and I decided to work with it. The process revealed meaning
through a sequence of translations and redefinitions, steadily
building a system of ideas that demonstrate operations of
visual rhetoric and semantic play. Interface Philosophy grew
into a way of understanding the mechanics of communication
in changing contexts.
I wonder how things look a certain way. How words mean
a certain thing.
Curiosity keeps me going.
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What if
everything
in the world
really means
something?

Everything
in the world
really means
something

NINA KATCHADOURIAN
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